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The syntax of architectural language shared common features 
throughout Western Europe since the Roman expansion. In spite of 
the gradual disappearance of its typological schemes caused by its 
dissolution, the lexicon of single architectural elements would be 
transmitted to the European medieval constructions. The political 
and cultural fragmentation of the Western part of the Empire 
throughout the Dark Ages will barely maintain a few principles 
of transnational cohesion. Nevertheless, the unifying spirit with 
which were conceived the monastic foundations will allow us to 
trace common issues in their architectural spaces.
Although the term scriptorium initially referred exclusively to the 
individual labors of writing (Cavallo, 1987), it evolved along with 
the definition of the monk´s duties, and ended up by becoming, 
in our present mental representation, a physical architectural 
space. The famous MS 1092, housed in the Stiftsbibliothek 
of the monastery of Saint Gall, provides an extensive amount 
of information about the monastic architecture, nevertheless, 
when it comes to identifying the constructive characteristics of 
the scriptorium, limited conclusions can be drawn. Among the 
medieval remains of other monastic architectures, the spaces 
destined for the production of manuscripts, the results become 
as well disappointing. The great specialist in Saint Gall, Walter 
Horn (1986, p. 17), confessed that, after an arduous search of 
surviving structures of medieval scriptoria, he had to surrender to 
the evidence that his efforts had been in vain. When attempting 
to identify the remains of monasteries dating back from earlier 
periods, the outlook is even more devastating (Dey, 2004). 
In the origins of hermitage, the work of reading was closely related 
to operations more spiritual than intellectual (Reynolds & Wilson, 
1974, p. 83). The availability of material for eremitic reflection and 
prayer is directly connected to written production initiatives since 
the first coenobitical manifestations. The collective imaginary 
assigns archetypal spaces to the scriptoria, comfortable for the 
monks, sheltered from the elements, governed by silence, as can be 
inferred from Hardy’s description (1871, p. xii): “The scriptorium 
appears to have been a large and commodious apartment 
studiously adapted to the purpose for which it was intended”. 
Notwithstanding, in the early stages of the hermitic phenomenon, 
the task of writing was alien to any architectural context, as was 
the hermitic life itself. Some early coenobitic expressions reveal 
that the tasks of writing took place intra cubilia, that is, in the 
single cell of every monk (Cavallo, 1990, p. 13).

THE PLACES OF MONASTIC KNOWLEDGE: IDENTIFICATION 
OF ARCHITECTURAL SPACES OF THE SCRIPTORIA 
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Only in later periods, communal rooms were frequently associated 
with Benedictine monasteries, while Carthusians and Cistercians 
continued to favour isolated enclosures and individual copying 
(Roover, 1923). Regardless of the coenobitic period considered, 
the characterization of the writing places was limited to the 
essential tools and furniture for the copy (fig. 1). The ephemeral 
nature of writing tables, lecterns, seats and, occasionally, shelves 
for books, hinders the work of recognizing spaces, whether 
individual or collective, for the elaboration of manuscripts, in 
contrast with the elements of durable construction that allow us 
to, e.g. easily identify refectories or kitchens, thanks to masonry 
pulpits, furnaces and chimneys. Images of early copyists refer 
even to the absence of desks, using their own lap as support (fig. 
2). Consequently, the austere repertoire of instruments necessary 
for the copy would have facilitated its disposal in rooms of 
very different characteristics, and even in variable locations, 
depending on the occupation needs of the monasteries over the 
centuries or with variations depending on the seasons of the year. 
Affirmations like the one Ludovicus, scribe in the abbey 
of Wessobrunn, wrote: “librum quem cernis, frater scripsit 
Ludeuvicus, sedibus externis” (Leuthner, 1753, p. 259) on a copy 
of St. Jerome, allow us to recognize labours, if not outdoors, at 

Fig.1: The ephemeral 
nature of writing desks, 
lecterns, seats, is observa-
ble in Aurelius Augustinus: 
De Civitate Dei. Olomouc 
- Prague, workshop of 
Hildebert and Everwinus, 
1142-1150, parchment. 
The Archives of Prague 
Castle, The Library of the 
Metropolitan Chapter of 
St. Vitus.
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least in spaces that are not completely closed. The inaccuracy of 
the general assumption of the scriptorium as a confined space 
falls apart with the awareness that sometimes the claustra held 
the functions of writing spaces. The 12th century statement: 
“[...] Si claustrum ingrederis, videres plerumque duodechim 
monachos diligenter cum silentio scribentes” (VVAA, 1841, p. 
555) suggests that the work of copying was carried out under 
the arcades of the cloister of the Abbey of Tournai, that is, in a 
semi-open space. The occupation of the porticoed space could 
be justified in mild periods of the year, since it offered shelter 
from the rain and the best possible lighting conditions. Some 
English monasteries reserved a wing of the cloister for the work 
of copy from the late 14th century and early 15th. Waterproof 
oiled paper, or sometimes glass, was used to cover the cloister 
openings, in one of the wings, in order to protect the scribes as 
well as the works they produced (Horn, 1986). Little news also 
exists about the position and extension of the scriptoria within the 
monastic scheme. The relative regularity with which the location 
of refectories, bedrooms, temples, etc. appear in the medieval 
cloistered projects contrasts with the lack of definition of the 
scriptorium situation. Once again, our most objective reference, 
the plan of Saint Gall, places the scriptorium at floor level, 
adjacent to the left side of the presbytery. In the Irish monasteries 
it was common for the scriptorium to be located close to the 
kitchen, to take advantage of the residual heat from the firewoods 
(Tayllor, 1890, p. 282). In this wake, in other areas of Europe, 
there are spaces where the scribes work probably could have 
been carried out, such as those commonly called “room of the 
monks” within the typical schemes of the Cistercian monasteries. 
Thus, it was determined “sans doute” (Rifa, 1992, p. 245) that the 
room next to the heated space of the Abbey of Sylvanès worked 
as scriptorium. Similarly, we identify another “room of the 
monks”, also referred to as scriptorium, in the Abbey of Our Lady 
of Rueda (Ibarguren Soler, 2005), in the same position, besides 
a heated space. However, the privilege of being in a warm spot 
depended to a large extent on whether the monks shared the same 
space as books. Otherwise, when the proper conditions for the 
preservation of the books were given in some other room, the 
wellness of the monks was not a priority. The indeterminacy of 
the location of monastic scriptoria is extremely exemplified by 
the case of San Salvador de Tábara (Spain). The scriptorium, 
represented in the Beatus of Tábara (AHN, codices, L.1097, fol 
167 v) is placed on the second level of the tower (fig. apertura). 
The singular position in the tower has been suggested as a 
defensive strategy (García Aráez, 1994) based on the observation 
of the ladder through which the upper floor would be accessed, a 
cautious resource typical of the medieval tower architectures in 
the territories under Spanish-Arab disputes.
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The characterization of these undefined architectural spaces 
might partially rely on their identification with textual enterprise. 
The relations which could be established between the amounts 
of manuscripts produced, along with the quantity of scribes 
needed for the output, could provide an idea about the presence 
of scriptoria and an approximation about their project aspects. 
Nevertheless, the combined study of the manuscript textual 
production, architectural remains and written testimonies define 
a complex scenario that has not been able to conclude even 
with the quantification of the monasteries that were founded 
throughout the Middle Ages, a fact that, a priori, might seem 
more easily approachable. It is also necessary to consider, 
when carrying out the quantification, that there is no univocal 
relationship between monastery and scriptorium. While the 
refectory, de profundis room, dormitory or cloister dependencies 
are usually present in a large number of abbatial programs in 
foreseeable positions, the volatility of both, the presence and the 
situation of the scriptorium, prevent extrapolations from which 
we can deduce their number and their characteristics.
Although the monasteries that were founded throughout the 
Middle Ages were counted by thousands (Buringh, 2011), 
effective scribing centres were relatively few (Haskins, 1927, p. 
36). If the numbers of the monastic centres that are offered into 
scientific investigations are only approximate, the quantification 
of the monastic population and particularly of those who worked 
on the scriptoria is even more uncertain (Thomson, 2018). 

Between twelve and twenty calculates 
Hardy (1871, p. xii) are the monks who can 
be accommodated in the space provided 
for the work of the scribes. The medieval 
description of the scriptorium of Saint 
Martin de Tournai offered by his abbot 
Odón in the 12th century indicates that 
“duodechim monachos diligenter cum 
silentio scribentes” (VVAA, 1841, p. 555). 
A figure not very different represents the 
plan of Saint Gall, two centuries before the 
description of Odón de Tournai, with spots 
for seven monks to work simultaneously 
(Horn, 1986, p. 22). Based on the different 
hands that appear in extant manuscripts 
from St. Gall belonging to the period 
between 750 and 830, Albert Bruckner 
(1979, p.151) estimates that the number of 
scribes, with different specialization, must 
have varied from 40 in the first decades 
until the 100 in the last, in the epoch of 
Abbot Gozberto.

Fig.2: Ezra de scribe, 
using his own lap as sup-
port, in Codex Amiatinus. 
Florence, Biblioteca Me-
dicea Laurenziana, MS 
Amiatinus 1, Fol. 5r.



57

The high number, even considering that several shifts could have 
been organized (Horn, 1986, p.33), does not seem to agree with the 
limited spatial characteristics of the scriptorium represented in the 
plan of Saint Gall. The partial conclusions of the studies carried 
out to date on the magnitude, intensity and cultural consequences 
of the production of the scriptoria of European monasteries offer 
a mosaic of the complexity of the issue. The architectural remains 
that allow to identify the physical spaces of culture, either have 
disappeared or are not immediately recognizable, so that one of 
the most reliable sources that will allow to infer its existence 
and its geography will be the manuscript production originated 
in their scriptoria. The codicological families, usually grouped 
for paleographic purposes and textual transmission, will also 
enable us to draw an architectural cartography of the scriptoria 
associated with the great medieval abbeys.
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